Benign follicular thyroid lesions versus follicular variant of papillary carcinoma: differentiation by architectural pattern.
Differentiation between benign and malignant follicular lesions is one of the difficult diagnostic areas in thyroid fine needle aspiration (FNA). Nuclear criteria are usually used to distinguish between them. In this study the microarchitectural pattern of common benign follicular lesions, namely nodular hyperplasia (NH) and follicular adenoma (FA) were analysed in comparison with those of follicular variant of papillary carcinoma (FVPC) in order to aid in their differentiation. The FNA smears of histologically proven cases of FVPC, NH and FA were reviewed and compared. The microarchitectural features of FVPC, NH and FA were described. Three cytological features--multi-layered rosettes, branching monolayered sheets and balls of thick pinkish colloid--were exclusively observed in FVPC. Hyperplastic papillae with intact follicles and colloid were frequently seen in NH, 83% and 100%, respectively. Albeit less frequently, they were also noted in FVPC, 25% and 75% of cases, respectively. These overlapping features make the distinction between FVPC and NH sometimes difficult; however, assessing the smears for the specific features of FVPC may help in their differentiation. None of the aforementioned microscopic findings with the exception of the seldom presence of colloid were documented in FA. The crowded clusters of follicular cells were seen both in FA and FVPC; however, they were complex and branching in the latter and round to oval in the former. Finally, smears with good recovery of material are indispensable for the identification of these helpful microarchitectural patterns.